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March 27, 2006 
15621 SE 26" Street 
Bellevue, WA 98008 


Dear Friends: 


It has been a while since I have issued a Keyletter, and as always, I either don’t have enough 
material or I have too much. I have some items that did not fit into this issue, so I am well into 
the production of #40 and hope to have it out shortly. Putting the Keyletters together is always a 
challenge, especially making the photos fit; the page breaks come out right, etc. 


I have opted to reduce the size of the Keyletters. This will have two benefits. First, they should 
come out more often, and second it will reduce the side of the Adobe PDF files which will be 
appreciated by my readers that have slow speed Internet service. 


Spies Electric Works. I was contacted by Tim Spies, the great-grandson of Philip Spies, the 
founder of Spies Electric works. He provided me the following information about the founder 
and the company: 


Philip J. Spies (Dec 1859-Nov 23, 1952) was 
apparently the founder. My Aunt tells me that he 
originally worked for Western Electric and that he 
started up his own firm in the late 1800's. It must 
have been around 1885 since the alarm bell that I 
have has Phil's name and that date on it. It also may 
be possible that the original firm also included his 
brother Jacob (Sept 23, 1867-April 20, 1906) since 
1900 census records 1900 show Jacob's occupation 
as employed by Western Electric. 


In any event my grandfather, Ray J. Spies (April 15, 
1895-Oct 17, 1978) started working at the shop 
when he was fifteen years of age. Ray did not go to 
college but took several business classes while 
employed by his father and eventually ran the 
business side of the firm while Philip ran the 
manufacturing aspects. Eventually Ray took over 
the business and sold it off at his retirement for not 
much more than scrap. All of the equipment was 
outdated. They also specialized in alarms. The bells 
were made by another company of theirs called 
"Selco Bells". Their tag line for this company was 
"give your alarm the voice it needs". This was the 
first that I heard of this company but am told that 
they were the best bells money could buy. Spies 
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Electric Works was located at 564 Van Buren Street in Chicago and there is now a parking lot 
where the building sat. In about 1892 Philip J. Spies married Anna M. Klein (of Klein Tools). 
She was born in April of 1864 and died in Dec of 1956. 


John La Hiff. The following information about the Vibroplex and Lionel association was based 
on interviews I had with Vincent La Hiff a couple of years ago when I was doing research on the 
La Hiff-era of the Vibroplex company. 


For those who may not recognize the name "La Hiff," John La Hiff was a long-time employee of 
J.E. Albright & Co. and Vibroplex who went from being a bookkeeper for J.E. Albright & Co. to 
owning both companies. During his career, he introduced new Vibroplex models, enhanced 
others, and was the inventor of the Vibro-Keyer. During WWII he was the General Manager of 
both companies. It was John La Hiff who handled all the negotiations for Vibroplex with the 
U.S. government for the J-36 contracts. Vibroplex and Lionel were in direct competition for 
these contracts. Vincent La Hiff is John's son who also worked for both companies a number of 
years, and, upon John's passing in 1973, inherited both companies. He was the owner and 
president of J.E. Albright & Co. and Vibroplex from 1973 to 1978. 


During the interviews, I told him about the various theories and statements out there about the 
Lionel and Vibroplex association. Ones like: "Vibroplex could not keep up with war time 
production of the J-36 so they asked Lionel for help, and shared their plans with them," etc., etc. 
When I told him this, he just laughed, and it was followed with a serious and firm, "they were 
direct competitors." I followed with, "So, there was no friendly relationship?" and again he said, 
"they were our competitors." During the WWII years, (and right through 1978) the Vibroplex 
shop was located on the second floor of their famous 833 Broadway New York City address. 
There were approximately 20 employees working in the shop during WWII according to Mr. La 
Hiff. Of note, the "store" at this location was primarily the office supply business of J.E. 
Albright & Co - Vibroplex being essentially a mail order business with just a small sign in the 
store's window. The sign above the store-front at this address was “J.E. Albright & Co.” John 
Casale, W2NI. 


Community. I would like to add a comment to Lewis Coe's information (N7CFO Keyletter 
page 69) concerning the manufacturer using the name "Community". Lewis mentioned he had a 
Western Union 17-A 30 Ohm sounder with the imprint "COMMUNITY M. &. TX WKS". First 
of all, I believe it is M & T rather than M & TX, but that could just be a mis-strike. He also 
commented that it looked like a Bunnell sounder. I have not found the company “Community” 
listed in the usual sources. 


I have a Western Union 17A Mainline Sounder, marked 120 Ohms, also stamped on the 
armature, COMMUNITY M. & T. WKS with no further address or marks. It came to me ina 
two-piece corrugated cardboard box measuring 5 x 6 x 3 1/2 inches. It had been in that box for 
years. The box bore a label with the typed designation, M. L. SOUNDER, 15-B, 120 OHM, and 
imprinted on the lower part, New York Repair Shop, Western Union Telegraph Co. The bottom 
of the wooden base bore the little square stamp, "W. U. TEL. CO., 55224, INSPECTED". I was 
surprised to see the sounder (which had signs of use) was not a 15-B 120 Ohm but rather a 17A 
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120 Ohm. I also noted that I have a 15-B Western Electric sounder which is 30 Ohms, rather 
than 120. 


My point is that I still don't know where "Community" brand sounders were made but I can offer 
an opinion that they were not made by Bunnell. Comparing my Bunnell 17-A sounder with this 
Community 17-A, I easily found 15 points of dissimilarity between the two. I felt that this 
indicated two different manufacturers probably working on the same specs. They look close, but 
they're not. The first difference is the prime metal, Bunnell using brass and Community using 
white metal. I'm not saying if it is aluminum, zinc, platinum or silver as I usually miss on that 
guess. The neatest part was opening that old New York Repair Shop box. Yep, I saved that too. 
Doug Seneker, NOWAN 


First telegraphic train order monument. Here are some photos of a monument found at an 
abandoned RR station on an abandoned East-West spur of the Erie Railroad in rural lower NY 
State — about 35 miles northwest of New York City. A friend asked me about the significance of 
the “What Hath God Wrought” quotation on a monument at this station and with a little web 
research he came up with an interesting tidbit on the NJ University web site 
www.tcnj.edu/~fiske2/Tele/content/timeline.html . 


It turns out this was the location where the first telegraphic train order was made and hence the 
birth of that application for the new Morse telegraph in the early 1850’s. The graffiti is 
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unflattering but in the center of the arch are a number of deep holes which indicated a large 
plaque was likely placed there and long since removed. I asked a “town father” if they would 
consider giving me this piece for my backyard but I only received a “we’|l let you know”. It 
would sure make a nice conversation piece. 


John Casale — W2NI — our historian, maven and researcher (and Key & Telegraph column editor 
for the AWA OTB) provided this expanded detail: 


“The monument that you mention in Harriman appears to have come from the efforts of 
the Old Time Telegraphers and Historical Association back in 1910. They passed a 
motion and formed a committee at their 1910 convention to erect a monument at the site 
of the original Turner, N.Y. Erie Railroad Station to commemorate the first train order 
sent by telegraph. (Turner, N.Y. was sometimes referred to as Turners or Turner's but 
later renamed Harriman, N.Y.) The Old Time Telegraphers and Historical Association 
has a history of erecting monuments. Back in 1885, they were responsible for erecting a 
monument in Frankfort, Kentucky for James Francis Leonard who was recorded as being 
the first practical reader of Morse by sound. 


There are different versions of the story of the first train order but the most common one 
as told in the Erie Railroad Employee's Magazine in 1908 is as follows: In June of 1851, 
(some accounts state September 1851) the General Superintendent of the Erie Railroad, 
Charles Minot, was on a Westbound train stopped at Turner waiting for the arrival of an 
Eastbound train from Goshen, N.Y., about 14 miles to the West. After waiting an hour he 
asked the telegrapher at Turner to telegraph Goshen to see if the Westbound train had left 
yet. When he received the reply of "no" he wrote out the first train order to be sent to 
Goshen : "Hold the train for further orders." He then ordered his engineer of the train 
stopped at Turner to proceed West regardless of the opposing train. The engineer refused 
because it was against the rules of the "time interval system" used by engineers at that 
time. Minot, who was a former engineer with the Boston and Maine, took control of the 
train and proceeded safely to Goshen. The New York and Erie Railroad adopted the 
system of running trains by telegraph by the fall of 1851. 


Superintendent Minot was succeeded by D.C. McCallum who was quoted as saying: ‘I 


would rather have a road with a single track with the electric telegraph to manage the 
movement of its trains, than a double track road without it.’” 


By the way the original N-S Erie tracks are still in place and serve as a major commuter line 
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down thru New Jersey and terminating in Hoboken in the famous “Hudson Tubes” which go to 
the World Trade Center (recently refurbished station in the hole of the North tower) or 33° Street 
— which is mid town Manhattan near Madison Square Garden and the Empire State Building. 
Here are some photos of original telegraph poles along that line. I was surprised that these 
weren’t vandalized years ago. Pete Malvasi, W2PM 


Novoplex. As far as I know, about 15 Novoplex are known yet. I had four of them but traded 
away three. The one which came with the original green instruction and box is still mine. 
Novoplexes have been made before WW2, some people think that the company continued 
making them after WW2 but there is no proof, no ad, no invoice, no one who bought one in a 
store after WW2. Usually they are damaged or at least broken somewhere because the base is 
made from Bakelite with an iron base inside. I only saw two of them without ANY damage. 


Novoplexes are a lot rarer than Double Lever Vibroplexes. I have pictures of about 50 different 
DL's, but I only know of about 15 Novoplexes. Novoplexes had to survive WW2 in Europe and 
they were made from Bakelite which breaks easy. As far as I know, they were not used in any 
kind of german army. 


The GDR "Novoplex" is an exact copy of the "normal" Novoplex, about 2/3 of its size but 
exactly the same mechanical things like "damped" large spring etc. This key was in GDR service 
after WW2 and is very rare - I know from 5 to exist (I have 2) but they are from 1960 or later - 
most were scrapped. It's a habit in German (east and west) offices to scrap things before offering 
them to someone who might be interested in them. This happened to 40 Junker bugs at a 
German police HQ. 


Nobody is known who bought a Novoplex after WW2 in a shop, and I visited many CW 
meetings in Germany with a lot of old men who were old enough... but only a couple of them 
knew the Novoplex. Martin DK4XL 


Well friends. That is it for Keyletter #39. As always, your comments (and submissions) are 
welcome, so please keep those cards, letters and emails coming. 


Lynn 
N7CFO/V A7CFO 


